Writing an Essay

1.  Preliminary Work

In most cases you will not be required to devise the essay subject or theme for yourself:  it will be given to you in the form of a statement or question.

2.  Analysing the statement or question

Too often students begin planning or writing their essays before they understand what they are actually being asked to do.  Firstly, you should know what is expected regarding format, length, footnotes, quotations, research and focus.  Ascertain whether the teacher (or department) that wants the essay has established specific guidelines.  At the same time, you should study the statement or question carefully and question its purpose.  What is it saying explicitly (that which is definitely stated; not merely implied); and implicitly (that which is implied but not expressed)?  The analysis should lead to the determination of your thesis:  you essential stand or the interpretation that you will develop in your essay.  This thesis will provide you with a focus for gathering information and for your writing.

Most statement/questions will contain a key work telling you what to do regarding your theme.  Become familiar with these different types of instruction.

Analyse
Separate or break up a whole into its parts so that you may discover their nature proportion, function, relationship etc.

Comment
Make critical observations, even if they are fairly open-ended; however, your texts and lecture and discussion notes should provide sufficient guideline and your own common sense should prevail.

Compare
Find similarities and differences between two or more ideas, events, interpretations, etc.  Ensure you understand exactly what you are being asked to compare.  For example, if asked to compare two poems, on which aspects should you focus?  Should you be concerned with poetic techniques, philosophy and perspective, or both?  Are you expected to include a comparison of personal, social and historical influences which affect the technique and philosophy?  If you are unclear about such considerations, find out before you begin the essay.

Contrast
The remarks on “Compare” apply equally to “contrast”.  The difference is that you should concentrate on dissimilarities.

Criticise
Express your judgement regarding the correctness or merit of the factors being considered.   Discuss both strong and weak points and give the results of your own analysis.

Define
Provide concise, clear, authoritative meanings.  In such statements, details are not necessarily required, but briefly cite the boundaries or limitations of the definition.  Remember the “class” to which a thing belongs and whatever differentiates the particular object from all others in that class.

Describe
Recall facts, processes or events.  You are not asked to explain or interpret.  Try to provide a thorough description, emphasising the most important points.

Diagram
Present a drawing, chart, plan or graphic representation in your answer.  Generally, the student is also expected to label the diagram and a brief explanation or description may be required.

Discuss
Present a point of view.  This is likely to need both description and interpretation.  Your opinion must be supported by carefully chosen and authoritative evidence.

Enumerate
Provide a list or outline form of reply.  In such questions you should recount, one by one, but concisely, the points required.

Evaluate
Present a judgement of an issue by stressing both strengths and advantages, and weakness and limitations.

Explain
Interpret the facts along the lines of a particular topic.  Do not be trapped into describing events or summarising the plot.  You main focus should be on the “why “ of a particular issue, or on the “how” with the aim of clarifying reasons, causes and effects.  You are being tested on your capacity to think critically, to exercise perception and discernment.

Illustrate
This asks for an explanation; you may clarify your answer to a problem by presenting a figure, picture, diagram or concrete example.

Interpret
Explain the meaning of something and give your own judgement of a situation.

List
Give an itemized series or tabulation; such answers should be concise.

Outline
This asks for an organised description.  Give the main points and essential supplementary materials, but omit minor details.  Present the information in a systematic arrangement or classification.

Prove 
To confirm or verify.  You should establish something with certainty by evaluating and citing experimental evidence, or by logical reasoning.

Relate
When showing relationships, your answer should emphasise connections and associations in a descriptive manner.

Review
Re-examine, analyse and comment briefly (in an organised sequence) on the major points of an issue.

State
Express the high points in brief and clear narrative form.  Details, and usually illustrations or examples, may be omitted.

Summarise
Provide a brief statement or an account covering the main points; omit details

Trace
Give the development, process or history of a thing, event or idea, especially by proceeding from the latest to the earliest evidence.

There should be no confusion in your mind about the meaning of the words in the statement or question.  Any ambiguous terms should be defined.  Check how many aspects of the subject you are being asked to consider.  Read the following essay statement:

Discuss this passage in detail, showing what you think it reveals about the way Othello and Desdemona characteristically see things and about the nature of their relationship.

The instructional word is “discuss”.  You are asked to show what the passage in the play reveals about (i) the way Othello and Desdemona characteristically see things, and (ii) what the passage reveals about the nature of their relationship.  What is meant by “characteristically”?  What might “things” refer to?  What is meant by the “nature” of a relationship?  Provide a satisfying mental answer before you begin planning and writing your essay.

--from Bate D, Sharpe P, 1983, Essay Methods and English Expression 2nd Ed. Harcourt Brace Jovanovych Group, Sydney Australia

